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This thesis benefits greatly from Systemic Functional Grammar, because it is 
the theoretical basis of the paper. Without it, this thesis cannot be produced. 
 
Systemic Functional Grammar links linguistic forms with the functions they 
convey. Starting from sociology, Halliday develops Malinowski’s concept of 
“context of situation” and puts forth “language as social semiotic”, which interprets 
language within a socialcultural context. As the most important part of social 
semiotic, language is not “a form of knowing”, but “a form of doing”, which is 
linguistically equivalent to meaning. Therefore, language is a meaning potential 
where options made from each system of language are derived from functions in 
context of culture, or more specifically, in context of situation. The variety of 
languages, spoken or written, varying according to situation types is named 
“register”, whose three components: field, tenor, and mode, respectively determine 
choices in the three semantic components—ideational meaning, interpersonal 
meaning, and textual meaning, deriving from the three basic functions of 
language—ideational function, interpersonal function, and textual function. 
 
Thematic structure is an important part of Systemic Functional Grammar and is 
composed of two parts: Theme and Rheme. 
 
The term “theme” is first introduced by V. Mathesius (1939), the founder of the 
Prague School, who defines theme as “the starting point of utterance which is known 
or at least obvious in the given situation and from which the speaker proceeds”. Over 
time, Mathesius’s proposal has attracted much attention of many scholars. 
 
Among them, M.A.K. Halliday is the most prominent, who (1967) divides 
Mathesius’s concept of theme into two distinct systems: thematic system 
(theme-rheme) on the one hand, and information system (given-new) on the other. 














function in the clause as a message. It is what the message is concerned with: the 
point of departure for what the speaker is going to say. As a general guide, the theme 
can be identified as that element which occupies the first position in the clause. But 
the first position is not what defines the theme; it is the means whereby the function 
of theme is realized in the grammar of English. The Rheme is everything that is not 
the Theme in the clause. 
 
According to Halliday (1994), the Theme can be classified on different bases: 
function, complexity and markedness. On the basis of function, the Theme is 
classified into three kinds: textual, interpersonal and topical (or experiential) Themes. 
On the basis of complexity, the Theme is classified into three kinds as well: simple, 
multiple and clausal Themes. On the basis of markedness, the Theme is classified 
into two kinds: marked and unmarked. 
 
Halliday (1994) also gives a detailed description of the Theme in independent 
clauses, dependent clauses, clause complexes, embedded clauses, minor and 
elliptical clauses, especially the first three kinds. 
 
The Theme analysis proposed by Halliday is not perfect and scholars at home 
and abroad have attempted to better it, such as the identification of Theme in 
existential clauses (“there + be + x”). 
 
Next, the thesis continues to analyze the information Theme and Rheme convey, 
and draws a different conclusion from what Halliday and Quirk et al argue. The view 
in this thesis is that the Theme carries four kinds of information: (1) Given (2) Given 
+New (3) New (4) no information, and that the information placed within the Rheme 
is classified into three kinds: (1) New (2) Given + New (3) Given. 
 
Last, the thesis takes the above as the theoretical foundation and applies it to 
discourse analysis. 
 
The term “discourse” has different meanings according to different scholars. 
Some linguists (for example, Leech et al, 1982) argue that discourse refers to not 














spoken language and takes “text” as written language. Widdowson (1975) takes 
discourse as the written language in Stylistics and the Teaching of Literature. 
 
In this thesis there is no difference between “discourse” and “text”, that is, 
“discourse” and “text” are taken as the same. 
 
“Discourse Analysis” was first used as an academic term in 1952 by Z. Harris 
in his article Discourse Analysis, published in Language. 
 
This thesis is aimed to enhance our understanding of thematic structure and find 






































Chapter One   Thematic Structure 
 
 
Thematic structure is an important part of Systemic Functional Grammar and is 
composed of two parts: Theme and Rheme. 
 
1.1 V. Mathesius 
 
The term “theme” was first introduced by the founder of the Prague School, 
Mathesius, in his famous essay on “Functional Sentence Perspective” in 1939 to 
analyze syntactic functions. He points out that a sentence is composed of three parts: 
Theme(T),Transition(Tr) and Rheme (R).Transition is the transitional element which 
connects Rheme (which carries new information) with Theme (which conveys 
known information). 
 
To the study of Theme and Rheme, many scholars have made contributions, 
such as Mathesius, Firbas, Danes, Tranvnicek, Kuno, Quirk, Hasan and Halliday. 
They have put forward many different new ideas, which have one thing in common 
that the three parts proposed by Mathesius should be combined into two parts: 
Theme and Rheme. Among them, the most prominent is M.A.K. Halliday, the 




Halliday (1967) divides Mathesius’s concept of Theme into two structures: 
thematic structure (Theme-Rheme) and information structure (Given-New), which 
are closely correlated. Halliday(1985) states that the Theme is a function in the 
clause as a message. 
 
1.2.1 Definition of Theme and Rheme 
 
Halliday (1994:38) defines the Theme as “the starting point for the message” or 














the part in which the Theme is developed, is called the Rheme. As a message 
structure, therefore, a clause is composed of a Theme and a Rheme, and the structure 
is expressed by the clause linearity, that is, whatever is chosen as the Theme is put at 








was kissed by Henry. 
cried. 
gave me a book. 
Theme Rheme 
Fig .1-1 Theme-Rheme structure  
 
From the examples in Figure 1-1, we can see that constituents that occupy the 
first position belong to the Theme, which is what the remaining part (the Rheme) is 
going to develop. 
 
1.2.2. Classification of Theme  
 
After a functional definition, Halliday classifies the Theme on different bases: 
function, complexity and markedness. 
 
1.2.2.1 On the basis of function 
 
On the basis of function, Halliday classifies the Theme into three kinds: 
textual, interpersonal and experiential (Halliday prefers to call it “topical”). The 
Theme always includes one, and only one, experiential element, which may be 
preceded by textual and /or interpersonal elements in function. In any case, the 
experiential element (the topical Theme) always comes last and anything that 
follows it is part of the Rheme. 
 
The textual Theme 
 
















A continuative is one of a small set of discourse signalers, such as yes, no, 
well, oh and now, which signal that a new move is beginning: a response in dialogue 
or a gap filler, for the speaker does not want to lose his turn to speak. 
 
A structural Theme is any of the necessarily thematic elements: conjunctions 
and relatives. 
 
Conjunctions are items that relate the clause to a preceding clause in the same 
clause complex. They set up a relationship that is not only semantic but also 
grammatical, and construct the two parts into a single structural unit. Conjunctions 
constitute a distinct class in grammar. They are summarized by Halliday (1994:50) 












and, or, nor, either, neither, but, yet, so, then 
 
when, while, before, after, until, because, if, although, unless, since, that, 
whether, in order to  
 
even if, in case, supposing (that), assuming (that), seeing (that), given     
that, provided (that), in spite of the fact that, in the event that, so that 
Table l (1) Conjunctions 
 
 
Relatives are also items that connect the clause in which they occur to another 
clause. But unlike conjunctions, they may function as Subject, Adjunct or 
Complement alone or within the structure of a group or phrase. Relatives are 






















which, who, that, whose, when, where 
(why, how) 
 
whatever, whichever, whoever, whosever, 




A conjunctive Theme is a conjunctive adjunct if it precedes the topical Theme. 
Such conjunctive adjuncts are those which relate the clause to the preceding text. 
The principal types are listed in Table 1(3). 
 
 













“in any case” 
“in short” 
“actually” 
that is, in other words, for instance  
or rather, at least, to be precise  
in any case, anyway, leaving that aside 
briefly, to sum up, in conclusion  







also, moreover, in addition, besides 



















“as to that” 
meanwhile, before that, later on, next, 
soon, finally 
likewise, in the same way 
therefore, for this reason, as a result,  
with this in mind 
in that case, under the circumstances, 
otherwise 
nevertheless, despite that 
in this respect, as far as that’s concerned 















The interpersonal Theme  
 
The Interpersonal Theme is composed of vocative, modal, and mood-making 
elements. 
 
A vocative is an item used to address. It may appear almost anywhere in the 
clause and is thematic if it appears in front of the topical Theme. Typically, it is a 
person’s name such as John, Mrs Jones, Ms Zhang. However, it is not necessarily so, 
for it may be such items as ladies and gentlemen or boys and girls. 
 
A modal adjunct becomes a modal Theme when it occurs before the topical 
Theme. Such modal adjuncts express the speaker’s judgment regarding the relevance 
of the message. Following in Table 1(4) are some examples. 
 












probably, possibly, certainly, perhaps, maybe 
usually, sometimes, always, (n)ever, often, seldom 
occasionally, generally, regularly, for the most part 






















I assure you 









in my opinion, personally, to my mind 
frankly, to be honest, to tell you the truth 
honestly, really, believe me, seriously 
please, kindly 
evidently, apparently, no doubt, presumably 
(un)fortunately, to my delight/distress 
regrettably, hopefully 
at first, tentatively, provisionally, looking back on it 
broadly speaking, in general, on the whole, 
strictly speaking, in principle 
(un)wisely, understandably, mistakenly, foolishly 
to my surprise, surprisingly, as expected, by  
chance 














A mood-making Theme is a finite verbal operator if it precedes the topical 
Theme; or a WH-interrogative (or imperative let’s) when not preceded by another 
experiential element. For example: 
 
Let’s go home. 
Did you go to the cinema last night? 
 
In the above two examples, “let’s ”and “did” are two mood-making Themes. 
 
The topical Theme  
 
The topical Theme is the first element that has a function in transitivity. That is, 
the Theme of a clause always ends with the first constituent that is a participant, 
process, or circumstance. Examples are listed in Figure 1-2. 
 
 














But      is         he       a        student? 






In the three examples above, he is the participant. Therefore, it is the topical 
Theme. 
  














    
On the basis of complexity, the Theme is classified into three kinds: simple, 
multiple and clausal Themes. 
 
Simple Themes  
    
If a Theme is a single structural element and can’t be divided into smaller 
functional units, it is a simple Theme. 
    
Simple Themes can be (i) a nominal group, an adverbial group or a 
prepositional group. Examples are provided in Figure 1-3.  
 
My father 
Once upon a time 
Because of the rain 
Every day 
gave me a book. 
there was a war between the birds and the beasts. 
the meeting was postponed. 
he gets up at seven in the morning. 
Theme Rheme 
Fig .1-3 Simple Themes   
 
In the above examples ‘my father’ is a nominal group, “once upon a time” and 
“every day” are adverbial groups, and “because of the rain” is a prepositional phrase. 
 
(ii) Two or more such groups or phrases, as illustrated in Figure 1-4. 
 
Tom and Helen 
From house to house 
Patiently and skillfully 
went to the theatre last night. 
he begged for food. 
he leads me into the field of linguistics.      
Theme   Rheme 
Fig.1-4 Group complex or phrase complex as simple Themes 
 
In Figure 1-4, “Tom and Helen” is a nominal group complex, “from house to 
house” is a prepositional phrase complex and “patiently and skillfully” is an 















Multiple Themes  
   
A multiple Theme consists of several semantic elements. It always contains one 
and only one conceptual element (called the topical Theme) with textual and /or 
interpersonal elements (textual Themes and /or interpersonal Themes). The typical 




   
 
   
   
 
 












Fig.1-5 Examples of multiple Themes 
   
 
    But when a conjunctive adjunct and a modal one occur together in Theme, the 
modal adjunct usually precedes the conjunctive one and the ordering of multiple 
Theme is interpersonal textual topical. Examples are in Figure 1-6. 
  
oh soldier, solider won’t you marry  me 
continuative vocative finite topical 













me any more of 
that nasty medicine 






so why worry 
structural WH-         = topical 























didn’t do very well. 
succeeded. 




Fig .1-6 Alternative ordering of elements in multiple Themes 
 
Halliday (1994:55) gives an example of the maximally extended Theme.  
 
Well but then Ann surely wouldn’t the best idea be to join the group. 
 
   In this example, well is a continuative, but is structural, then is a conjunctive, and 
the three form the textual Theme; Ann is vocative, surely is modal, wouldn’t is finite, 
and the three form the interpersonal Theme; the best idea is the topical Theme. The 
other part is the Rheme. 
 
Clausal Themes  
 
The clausal Theme refers to the Theme which is a whole clause instead of one 
or more structural elements of a clause. For example: 
 
What he can do 
If it rains 
is to work hard. 
the meeting will be canceled. 
Theme Rheme 
Fig.1-7 Clausal Themes 
 
In Figure 1-7, ‘what he can do’ is a subject clause and “if it rains” is a 
conditional adverbial clause. 
 
1.2.2.3 On the basis of markedness 
 
On the basis of markedness, the Theme is classified into two types: marked and 
unmarked. This classification is based on probabilistics and has a close relation with 














depends on the choice of mood. Some like John! and Good night! are minor clauses; 
they have no thematic structure and so will be left out of account. The others are 
major clauses.  
 
An independent major clause is either indicative or imperative in mood. If it is 
indicative, it is either declarative or interrogative. If it is interrogative, it is either 
polar interrogative (‘yes/no’ type) or content interrogative (‘WH-type’) (Halliday, 
1994:43). And Halliday(1994:45) further classifies declarative into exclamative and 
non-exclamative. This is illustrated below: 
 
          exclamative       
 declarative 
  
              non- exclamative   
 indicative 
 
mood                         polar interrogative  yes/no  
 interrogative 
 




Indicative: declarative: exclamative     What a fine day it is! 
      How beautiful the flowers are! 
Indicative: declarative: non-exclamative  Monkeys like bananas.  
Monkeys don’t like bananas. 
Indicative: interrogative: yes/no        Do monkeys like bananas?  
Don’t monkeys like bananas?  
Indicative: interrogative: WH-         What like bananas?   
What do monkeys like? 
Indicative: imperative                 Go!  Let’s go! 
 















In a declarative clause, the Theme is typically the Subject. For example, Tom kissed Helen, 




like this poem best. 
isn’t  a dog. 
Theme Rhene 
Fig.1-8 Unmarked Themes in declarative clauses 
 
If the Theme is conflated with Subject in a declarative clause, the Theme is 
called the unmarked Theme, for the subject is the element that is chosen as Theme 
unless there is good reason for choosing something else. 
 
In everyday conversation, the unmarked Theme (Subject/Theme) is the first 
personal pronoun I, because much of our talk is concerned with ourselves, especially 
with what we think and feel. The other personal pronouns you, we, he, she, it, they 
and the impersonal pronouns it and there come next afterwards. Then come nominal 
groups and nominalizations. If these function as Subject and Theme, they are 
unmarked Themes. 
 
If a Theme is anything but the Subject, in a declarative clause, the Theme is 
referred to as the marked Theme. An adjunct is the most usual form of marked 






As a taxpayer, 
In spite of illness, 
there was a car accident. 
she put the letter into the box. 
I object to paying for maintaining murders’ lives. 
he won the race. 
Theme Rheme 
Fig.1-9 Marked Themes in declaratives 
 














the subjects. “Last night” and “very carefully” are adverbial groups, and “as a 
taxpayer” and “in spite of illness” are prepositional phrases. 
 
Since adjuncts are the most usual form of marked Themes, they are the least 
marked. Least likely to be thematic is a complement, which is a nominal group that 
could have been a subject, but is not. 
 
The main tendencies for the selection of Theme in declarative clauses are 
summarized in Table 1(5). 
 











the first personal pronoun 




I  am  a  student. 
He is working in a bank. 
It’s a dog. 
The dog has died. 


























Very carefully she put the 
letter into the box. 
The dog he killed. 
What he loves I don’t like 
You I blame for this. 
Forget it I never shall. 
                  Table 1(5) 
 
If a Complement functions as Theme in a declarative clause, it is most marked. 
For example, apples in apples I like, this responsibility in this responsibility we 
accept wholly. This is a nominal constituent which has the potential to be Subject but 
has not been selected as Subject and has been made thematic, because the writer 
wants to foreground it. Halliday (1994:45) gives a very good example: 
 
We are aware of our responsibility to our critics. We are also 
aware of our responsibility to the author, who probably would not 
have authorized the publication of these pages. 














willingly bear it alone. 
 
The above is taken form the end of Bally and Sechehaye’s preface to Saussure’s 
Course in General Linguistics (English translation by Wade Baskin). The Theme this 
responsibility is the object in the clause and should have been after the verb accept, 
but now it is transferred to the beginning of the clause and therefore strongly 
foregrounded. The Theme summarizes the whole burden of the preface----the special 
responsibility faced by scholars reconstructing from others’ lecture notes the work of 
Saussure, an outstanding linguist for publication after his death----and enunciates 
this as their point of departure, as what the undertaking is all about. 
 
In Halliday’s point of view, the exclamative is a subcategory of declarative 
clause and has a special thematic structure. They typically have an exclamatory 
WH-element as Theme, as illustrated in Figure 1-10. That is, in an exclamative 
clause, if the WH-element functions as the Theme, it is an unmarked one; or else, it 
is a marked Theme. 
 
How beautiful 
What a clever boy 
the flowers are! 
he is!   
Theme Rheme 
   Fig.1-10 Unmarked Themes in exclamative clauses 
 
As for the markedness in a declarative clause, there is one type which deserves 
special attention because the Theme is not necessarily unmarked even if it is 
conflated with Subject.  
 
It is called thematic equative (a “pseudo-cleft” sentence in traditional grammar) 
because it sets up the thematic structure in the form of an equation, where “Theme is 
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